Primary care utilization among patients with influenza during the 2009 pandemic. Does risk for severe influenza disease or prior contact with the general practitioner have any influence?
Little is known about how patients belonging to risk groups for influenza used the primary care system during the influenza pandemic. To investigate the use of general practice and out-of-hours (OOH) services in patients with influenza-like illness (ILI) according to (i) risk for severe influenza disease and (ii) the number of regular general practitioner (GP) visits before the pandemic. Observational study of all ILI patients during the 2009 pandemic. Data were recorded prospectively and collected after the pandemic. Patients at risk were identified during an 18-month period by diagnoses from GPs' billing claims. Associations between risk factors for severe influenza disease and utilization of primary care were analysed using bivariate and multivariate regression analyses. Similar analyses were used for the association between number of GP visits before the pandemic and the primary care utilization during the pandemic. ILI patients who were pregnant [odds ratio (OR) 1.70; 95% confidence interval (CI) 1.52, 1.89], had diabetes (OR 1.68; 95% CI 1.49, 1.89) or chronic lung disease (OR 1.44; 95 CI 1.34, 1.55) had increased risk of attending OOH services compared with patients with no risk factor. ILI patients with at least one GP visit prior to the pandemic used OOH services less during the pandemic compared with those with no GP visit. An increased use of OOH services was found in ILI patients who were pregnant, with diabetes or with chronic lung disease. Having visited the GP before the pandemic was associated with less use of OOH services among ILI patients.